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CHAPTER I
THE PROBLEM AND DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED
Agencies that issued titles to land on which settlers
located had no definite information as to the productivity of the land, nor were the settlers able to determine
it objectively. All that could serve as a guide was a
subjective appraisal of the land's quality, which to the
dismay of the settlers, was frequently discouraging (20:1).

Statement Qf

I.

THE PROBLEM

w

problem.

The purpose of this study

was to trace the change in settlement patterns in an area
located in the semiarid plateau region of Eastern Washington
and to determine the cause of such a change.

Reasgn

for the study.

the settlement of this area.

Little has been written about
Therefore, an attempt has been

made to learn what changes in settlement have been made and
to explain them.

II.

DEFINITIONS OF TERMS USED

Semiarid.

This term refers to a region where average

rainfall is close to ten inches.
divides arid from desert regions.

The ten inch average
This term is used in

reference to a low or middle latitude region.
D
A:!ll

&.

J.

•

arnll.ni.

This is a method of farming where land

is in production in alternate years and fallow in the others.

2

Summer fallowing.

This term is used to describe

the cultivation of the unused crop land.

This cultivation

preserves the moisture by producing a mulch of fine soil
on the land and kills any growth of weeds.
Critical precipitation period.

This is the period

during the growth of wheat when the rainfall received is of
maximum benefit to the plant.

CHAPTER II
HISTORY OF THE COUNTRY
Little has been written concerning the history of
this part of Washington.

Perhaps its unique setting upon

a plateau with a vast sweep of uninterrupted view, the
monotony of the landscape, and the sameness in the type
of labor carried on has led to the idea that nothing
happened here.

I.
~-

HISTORY OF THE LAND

Douglas County is in the extreme northwestern

part of the basalt Columbia Plateau formed millions of years
ago by lava upwelling from fissures in the ground.

Succes-

sive flows of lava built up this part of the plateau until
it appears in some places to be 2000 feet thick (14:84).
Glacial period.

During the glacial period this area

was covered by a succession of glaciers.

These scoured the

plateau; cut the gorges of the Columbia, the Grand Coulee,
and the smaller Moses Coulee; and in general left their
marks upon the land (See Figure 1).
The Okanogan Lobe of the last great ice mass of the
glacial period crossed over the Columbia and pushed on for
thirty miles across the plateau (4:173).

The end of the ice

4
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drift is a line north of which appear erratic boulders (4:
179).

These boulders are the well known "haystack rocks."
Russell wrote the following description of these

rocks in his report to the government in 1893:
On the ridge and rendering it conspicuous from a
distance of several miles were hundreds of bowlders
(!iS.1 some of them larger than the cabins of the settlers to be seen here and there among them. Actual
measurements show that many of the blocks are between
50 and 60 feet in their various diameters.--We found
the country to the east as far as the eye could reach
was strewn with them.--The evidence of the action was
not only recorded by the bowlders, but in the surface
of the outcropping layers of basalt which were planted
down and scored by lines running south east conforming
with the trend of the long lines of bowlders and showing the direction in which the invasion had moved (14:
86, 87).

The plateau.

Badger Mountain Ridge, which forms the

western edge of Douglas County, rises abruptly from the Columbia River.

The plateau slopes eastward from this ridge,

an altitude of 2,700 feet in the northwest to 2,200 feet on
the southeast.

It is a rolling plain of thin soil.

Wind

action has deposited fine soil in some places, laid bare the
basalt in others (4:16).

The eastern part of this plateau

becomes the Channeled scabland.

(See Figure 3).

This scab-

land was formed when great areas of the lava plateau were
washed by flood waters.

In some places the water removed

the top soil, leaving this rough, rocky surface called scabrock or scabland.

Areas ~mere the water cut channels and

coulees are known as channeled scablands (10:30).

The

6

steep basalt walls of Moses Coulee cut the southern part
of the plateau.
This rolling, treeless plateau is more commonly
called the "Big Bend Country.n

Here the Columbia, meeting

the head of the Grand Coulee, turns to flow north, then
west, then finally south again.

The edges of the plateau

drop abruptly to the Columbia River, the Grand Coulee, or
Moses Coulee.
II.

EARLIEST SETTLEMENT

Government description.

Describing possibilities for

settlement in this area, Lieutenant Thomas W. Symon said in
his government report of 1881:
To the west of the Grand Coulee there is another
running nearly parallel to it, known as Moses or Little
Coulee. This has a number of springs and much good land
on it. The land between the two coulees is mostly rich
and covered with bunch grass. This Moses Coulee comes
to an abrupt end, enclosing a little lake. Foster Creek,
with its many branches and fertile soil lies to the
north. Many springs and little lakes exist throughout
this portion of the section under discussion. There is
every inducement in the way of natural advantages for
thousands of settlers in this portion of the country.
West of Moses Coulee there is considerable area of timber land, and the vegetation indicates a rich soil, but
the water is not plentiful. It may be obtained by digging, but this had not been tried (21:525).
Pioneers.

Earliest settlements were made along the

water courses where there was pasture for the livestock and
water was close at hand.

The pioneers of this part of the

7

country were cattlemen, not farmers.

By 1883 the required

number of cattlemen, sheepmen, and homesteaders had settled
here and a new county was formed.

The original Douglas

County included what is now both Douglas and Grant Counties
and was named for Stephen A. Douglas (4:3).

Locating the county

§.W.•

After the formation of

Douglas County, a professional townsite "boomer," J. W.
Adams, appeared on the scene.

He placed scrip on some land

six miles east of the present town of Waterville, platted a
townsite which was to be the county seat of the new county,
and named the place Okanogan.

He broad.cast literature ex-

tolling the resources of the country.

One circular described

each quarter (160 acres) as having one good spring and promised "living water" all over the country (21:525).
The formation of the county seat created a boom, and
settlers rushed in to stake out land adjacent to the new
town.

Adams overlooked one small detail in locating his

town.

In spite of "a spring on every quarter" no water was

to be had at the townsite and very little in the country
around it.

When it was found that the occurrence of water

was a myth, the settlers drifted away to settle and "prove
upn on ground where water could be obtained (21:525).
Relocation Q.f. the cpunty seat.

Okanogan continued

as the county seat until 1887, when it lost that position

8
to the small settlement of Waterville, located six miles to
the west.

This removal of the county seat was a result of

a vote of the people in the county.

Waterville, as the

name implies, had the necessity which Okanogan lacked.
Water, by its presence or absence, has always played an
important part in the development of this semiarid region.
The store at Okanogan closed; the three residents
of the town moved; the buildings were sold to ranchers in
thf' vicinity who used the lumber for farm buildings.

The

town of Okanogan disappeared (21: 534).
Agriculture.

Pioneer settlers in this part of the

country devoted their time and energy to the raising of
livestock, for it was believed this land would not raise
grain.

In 1884 a stockman planted ten acres of wheat as

an experiment.

The amount of grain produced was large

enough to encourage others to seed some land to grain.

The

homesteaders on the plateau began to raise wheat as a cash
crop to buy those things which they could not produce.
Gradually more land was plowed and seeded, and wheat became
the dominant crop.
III.

MANSFIELD AREA

Delimitation of .11:U.·

The area to be considered in

this paper is that of the Mansfield School District (See

9

Figure 2).

It lies approximately in the center of Douglas

County, has an area of 287 square miles, and is representative of the rapid growth and decline in population of most
dry land wheat areas.

Hereafter the term "Mansfield area"

will refer to the present school district.

This district

extends northwest to the Columbia River, north to Foster
Creek, south to include Jameson and Grimes Lake in Moses
Coulee, and east to a cross road known as "Simms' Corner"
(22).

(See Figure 3).
Government description Q.t. land.

Government officials

made attractive reports of settlement possibilities in this
part of the country.

One, issued by the Surveyor General

of Washington Territory in 1879, said that crop success
could be explained by taking into account these factors:
1.

A soil of great fertility

2.

A frj_able soil which readily absorbs moisture

3.

An underlying stream of clayey hardpan

4.

Generally mild winter, with a snow cover which
usually melts gradually.

5.

A rainfall of low intensity, with a moderate
amount during the early growth of the wheat
(during the spring months)

6.

Thus nearly all the moisture is retained for
plant use.

7.

A nearly dry ripening and harvest season, but
rarely with severe desiccating winds.

8.

Perhaps to a slight extent, a latitudinal

.
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11
advantage which gives longer hours of sunlight
during the maturing season (14:29).
~arliest settlers.

Not until the 1890's, with the

exception of the cattlemen who had settled along the branches
of Foster Creek, did anyone venture to settle in this part
of the plateau.

Late in 1889 one family came across the

Grand Coulee from Wilbur, an early settlement in what is
now Lincoln County, and settled on land west of the present
tow-n of Mansfield (31).

The following summer three families

came across the mountains from Ellensburg and up one of the
canyons to Waterville, the county seat of Douglas County.
They had come west from Iowa, and upon hearing that the
government was "giving away" land, had migrated into this
part of the state.
Finding all of the land around Waterville taken, they
headed north and east.

Here was empty prairie stretching

for miles in every directi.on.

These three families settled

here, thirty-five miles from Waterville.

Logs were hauled

from the timber on the banks of the Columbia for houses
and barns.

Water was hauled from a spring, "Alkali Wells,"

a mile to the east (31).
Settlement Qll .l.s.ruiand a timber culture.

Each family took a homestead

The timber culture allowed an addi-

tional 160 acres of land if ten acres were planted to trees
and the trees cultivated (31).

In a report in 1879 the

12
Surveyor General of Washington Territory lamented that most
settlers neglected taking advantage of the Timber Culture
Act and stated:
The value of the timber for wood alone should not
be the first consideration in encouraging the growth
of timber in a treeless country. The wonderful atmospheric changes,--more abundant rainfall being the most
important of these is of much greater importance to
the settler (15:28).
Subsisten~ liyini•

Land had to be cleared of sage

brush and bunch grass before gardens or any crop could be
planted.

The few acres of grain had to be guarded from

the depredations of the ground squirrels which overran this
part of the country.

The first small crops of grain raised

by these families were harvested by hand, the grain flailed,
and then winnowed (31).
These meager crops of grain provided the money for
those things which could not be raised or made at home.
Trading was done at Bridgeport, nineteen miles down Foster
Creek; at Coulee City, twenty-seven miles east; or at Waterville, thirty-five miles southwest.

It was a long trip to

any town by horse and wagon.
These four families were the early pioneer farmers
in this part of the country.

CHAPTER III
SETTLEMENT OF THE AREA
Farmers have been taking chances on the dry plains
ever since the first sod was turned less than a century
ago (8: 123).
I.

Inducements.

RURAL SETTLEMENT
Glowing accounts of agricultural suc-

cess in Douglas County served to attract settlers to this
part of the country.

Newspapers printed statements to the

effect that "Wheat in Douglas County is six feet tall" (30A:
7/20). 1 Who could resist the lure of wheat land which had
a yield of twenty-seven to forty-seven bushels per acre?
The thought of land which could be disked under for summer
fallow and st:ill produce a crop of volunteer wheat of twentyseven bushels to the acre was enough to send many a land
hungry person to the northwest (30A:7/20).
Newcomers sent letters back east telling of bunch
grass "stirrup high" (9).

Others wrote back to tell of the

warm, dry summers and the mild winters which made it a
healthy place to live {18).

Regardless of the reasons for

1rn this and all other references to the Wenatchee
Dail~ World (30), the first number (7 above) is the month
and the second (20 above) is the day.

14
coming, the newcomers flocked into the area.

One railroad

reported ten to fifteen homeseekers a day on each train
coming into Wenatchee from the east, many of them headed
for the Douglas County wheat lands (30A:8/7).

As an

added attraction railroad companies offered reduced rates
to persons from the east who were going west to live (6).
Pattern Qf settlement.
people moved into this area.

Slowly but steadily the
Dates taken from the Atlas

of Douglas County show a gradual decrease in the number
of homesteads granted as the land was taken up (19):

Years

Number Qf. Homesteads

1901-02

44

1903-04

29

1905-06

19

1907-08

9

1909-14

7

As the area was developed it divided into four distinct
groups of settlement concentration.

(See Figure 3).

In the Northwest section of population concentration
the homes were located on small streams that drained from
the higher country.

Since farm work was done with horses

and mules, it may be assumed that water and pasture were
some of the primary objectives sought in selecting the
homesites.

There was also a heavy concentration of settle-

ment along the branches of West Foster Creek.

15
The Northern part of the area was settled first by
those persons interested primarily in raising livestock.
This section of the country, drained by the small streams
which join to form another branch of West Foster Creek,
had water and pasture the entire summer (32).

This also

became an area with a heavy concentration of population.
The most densely populated area was that to the
south, in the Moses Coulee country.

This was rougher

country than that to the north and west and was the last
section to be homesteaded (19).

A careful study of Figure

3 will show that in this area nearly every quarter section
of land could boast of a house.

One can only conjecture as

to the reasons for such dense settlement in this section.
Most of the settlers were from the East where valley land
was more productive than that on the hilltop.
bottom was truly in the valley.

The coulee

The presence of the lakes

and the small water courses might have raised hope that
water could be obtained easily.
In decided contrast to what was found in the areas
discussed above, settlement in the Eastern part of the
district was sparse.

Enttre sections of land were unsettled:

many sections had but one house.

No reason has been found

for the relative lack of homesteaders in this region.

Lack

of surface water might have discouraged settlement here.

16
Establishment Q.f. 12.2.tt offic~§•

Prior to 1905 stage

routes had been established between Coulee City and Bridgeport and between Waterville and Bridgeport (31).
offices were established along the routes.
3).

Post

(See Figure

Mail was brought by boat from Wenatchee to Bridgeport,

by stage to the post office at Buckingham, then distributed
to the other offices in the district.

Small mercantile

establishments were found in the same building as the post
office.

Here the "necessities 0 could be purchased:

flour,

salt, and tobacco (9).
Early Mansf1eld.

One small hamlet, Mansfield, the

second of the three to bear that name, could boast in 1906
of having an Odd Fellows Hall, a post office and store, a
harness shop, and two residences.

The hamlet had been

started in 1905 and had been moved one-half mile east in
1906 to a better supply of water (6).

The third move in

1909 brought it two miles west to its present location (17).
Schoqls.

Some of the communities had a school as

well as a combination post office and general store.

Schools

were started as soon as the number of children in an area
warranted establishing one.

(See Figure 3).

One of the

earliest, at Jameson Lake, was built by raising the funds
for its construction through public subscription.

Since

very little land near the lake had been proved up at this

17
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time, the money necessary for building could not be obtained by taxing the landholders (3:7, 7, '06).
Isolation Qf

rn.

In spite of the steady influx of

settlers, the establishment of rural post offices, and the
building of schools, it was felt that this part of Washington was not progressing as rapidly as it should.

If this

were to develop into a major grain producing area, something would have to be done to improve the transportation.
An article from the Coulee Citv News of March 28,
1902, probably expresses the feelings of the people in the
district:
Ever since the boom this town [Coulee City) experienced when the Central Washington Railway built in
here ten years ago Douglas County has lain dormant.
--While the surrounding counties which had ordinary
transportation facilities went ahead, Douglas County
remained in the same old rut, and all because the
management of the Northern Pacific made the huge mistake of making an alkali flat situated in a coulee
1,000 feet below the surrounding country its tenninal
point. This town being the only egress for grain
shipment from a wheat belt several thousand square
miles in area, it is no wonder, although our soil is
first class, settlers have given Douglas County the go
by and located in other and less fertile districts
where a shipping point could be reached without ascending
and descending a hill nearly five miles long and in
places nearly perpendicular (21:556).
Coulee City was the tenninal to which most of the
farmers in this area hauled their wheat.

The twenty-seven

miles was a long distance; each round trip took two days
by horse-drawn wagon (18).

19
II.

THE RAILROAD

Railroad publicity.

In July, 1906, the following

article appeared in a newspaper published in this region:
Surveys are being made by the Great Northern for a
projected line to branch off from the main line at
Columbia Siding and run up Moses Coulee into the Big
Bend Country.
It is believed among those in position to know that
it is the intention of the Great Northern to construct
a line into the Waterville Country to secure the wheat
trade of that rich section (3:7, '06).
The Big Bend people had been clamoring for a railroad
line.

The policy of Mr. Hill, the president of the Great

Northern Railroad, was to put off construction as long as
possible, awaiting further development of the farming lands
(30A:7/31).

The Milwaukee Railroad was also interested in

building a line into this part of the country, and a race
ensued to see which company could obtain the right-of-way.

Mr. Hill had long regarded this "land of promise" as belonging to him and was finally successful in his attempt
to secure the right-of-way (30A:7/31).

The newspapers

went so far as to promise transportation for the 1906 crop.
This type of newspaper publicity continued for two
years before any actual development took place.

Finally,

after building the railroad at least fifty times in the
papers, work began in September, 1908.

The long awaited

day had come, transportation was coming to this area
(30B:9/21).
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Location Qi. th~ line.

The new line of the Great

Northern branched off the main line along the river at
Columbia Siding, followed Moses Coulee to Douglas Creek,
up Douglas Creek to the level country, and sixty and fivetenths miles from its starting point it stopped abruptly,
in the center of the plateau.
The Great Northern states in a letter to the author:

Mr. A. ?. Whitcomb, Engineer in charge of this
line (Mansfield Branch) wrote to Chief Engineer A.H.
Hogeland on November 22, 1908, stating that it was
his opinion that the line should be extended to a
point near Mansfield. He advised that there was a
big belt of wheat country west, east, north, and northwest of Mansfield, and nearly all of it was under cultivation. He further advised that a general store
was then located at ~~nsfield, the hamlet two miles
from the present town. Mr. Whitcomb stated that
Mansfield was a natural trading post, although most of
the trading went to Bridgeport and Coulee City, as
nearly all of the wheat in this section of the country
was then being hauled to these two towns, and unless
the line was extended to a point near Mansfield the
wheat growers would continue to haul their wheat to
Bridgeport or Coulee City (7).
Census data for 1910 give the following figures for
the districts surrounding the chosen terminus.
Dyer (northwest)

384

Midland (west)

597

Fairview (east)

255

Yeager (west and south)

615

Lake (south)

421

(24:575)

Figure 3 shows that the tenninus (present day Mansfield) was as near the center of the area of population concentration as could be obtained.
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I I I.

THE TOWN

Establishment 2f !Sllm,.
country.

Immediately this became "boom"

The railroad purchased a quarter section of land

next to the tracks and platted a town of fifteen square
blocks.

This was to be the business section of the town,

and the lots in these blocks were sold by the railroad
company.

The remaining land was sold to real estate com-

panies as an investment (11).

The post office at Mansfield

was moved two miles west into the newly platted town.

The

grocery store, the harness maker's shop, the Odd Fellows
Hall, and the three houses were moved (17).
Growth of the .t5um..

A news item of October, 1909,

told that the track layers had finished and the trains
would soon make daily trips.

The town now had two banks,

one blacksmith shop, two restaurants, one hotel, one pool
hall, one lodging house, two general merchandise stores,
one harness shop, and two real estate offices (30B:10/6).
Later that month the newspaper editor moved his paper from
Coulee City to Mansfield, now calling it the Mansfield~Many people thought and planned on a large scale.
December, 1909, found one hundred carpenters at work in the
town.

Four new businesses were being built, lots for homes

were being sold every day, and a school had been started.
There were twenty-seven pupils on the first day of school.
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Plans were made for an enrollment of seventy-five within
a few weeks (30B:12/l).

In 1911 the town was incorporated

and officially became the "Town of Mansfield" (20).
Grain shipments.

The railroad started its regular

service at the end of November, 1909.

Five hundred thousand

bushels of grain were ready to be shipped.

Some local per-

sons estimated the amount as 1,000,000 bushels, so great
was their enthusiasm.

Actual figures cited by the Great

Northern gave 405,000 bushels as the amount of grain shipped
in 1909 (1).
Railroad service.

Two trains made round trips from

Mansfield into Wenatchee each day.

The passenger train left

in the morning and returned in the evening.

The freight

train left in.the afternoon and returned to town the next
morning.

A roundhouse was built for servicing the equipment

and the train crews were stationed in the town (1).

Prosperity

Q.t

community.

Land values advanced sharply

with each bumper crop harvested and with the coming transportation for the grain (30B:ll/11).

By 1916 the community

had reached the peak of its prosperity.
all under cultivation.

The farm land was

Every quarter capable of producing

wheat had some one living on it.

Wheat farming was the

way of life, the way of making a living.
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Services

Q£. town.

The town had grown, too.

It had

an estimated population of 1500 making it the largest town
in Douglas County (6, 9, 17, 31).

It had become a center

for surrounding country, offering the following services.
3 grocery stores

l grocery and dry goods
l dry goods
1 clothing

2 drug stores
2 meat markets
2 banks

2 lumber yards
3 hotels
3 delivery barns
2 blacksmiths
3 garages
l hardware
l hardware and furniture store
lice house
2 pool halls
Besides these functions there were such professional
and personal services as two dentists, two doctors, three
veternarians, a lawyer, an undertaker, three real estate
offices, and two barbershops.

Added to all of these were

the post office and the newspaper (31).

Since every farm

24

operator lived upon his land, the population of the town
was composed of those persons employed in the services and
their families.

(See Figure 4).

During the summer, when the demand for farm labor
was at a maximum, the population of the town was increased
by the great number of transient laborers who followed the
harvest (1).
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FIGURE 4
THE TOWN AT THE PEAK OF PROSPERITY
(Picture From Brief History of Mansfield)

CHAPTER IV
CHANGE IN SETTLEMENT OF AREA
I.
~

DECLINE OF FARM POPULATION

failures.

In 1917 after two years of bumper

crops which made many persons optimistic about the ability
of the land to produce, crops began to decline.

Over the

period 1917 through 1920 the production sank to one tenth
of the 1916 total.

Yields fell to a low of two and one-

half bushels per acre (6).

(See Figure 8).

Spring wheat, still the major part of the crop
during this period, depends upon the moisture received
from April through July.

Lack of moisture during any one

of these critical months greatly retards the development
of the wheat.

During the four year period 1917 through

1920, rainfall during the suunner months was very scanty.
(See Figure 6).

Prolonged heat during the growing seasons

in these years also damaged the crops (31).
Methods 2.f. farming.

As yet the methods of farming

were not of the type to conserve moisture.

Mold-board

plows, drawn by horses and mules, were used to turn the
soil.

This type of plowing turned the stubble completely

under and exposed the moist ground to the sun and wind.
This exposure dried the soil, and the absence of the stubble
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cover allowed the fine soil to be blown away by the strong
winds so characteristic of this part of the country.
Machines powered by draft animals were too slow to
complete the first cultivation of the soil, so important
in the conservation of moisture (23:485).

This work would

often take until July (18).

Financial

19sses.

During the first World War the

price of grain had skyrocketed.

European grain had been

placed on the world market at the end of the war and the
demand for American wheat was cut drastically.
decline in demand came a decline in price.

With a

In late 1913

from a record high of three dollars and fifty cents a
bushel, the price dropped suddenly to less than a dollar
(6).

Many who had held their grain hoping for an addi-

tional increase in price were caught in this tumble (31).
Farmers who had bought 1~,d at inflated prices,
mortgaging their crops to pay for it, found themselves
deeply in debt (6).

The bank in Mansfield, which had

deposits of more than $2,000,000 in 1916, closed its doors
in 1922.

It could not collect on the loans it had made

and was thus forced to go out of business.
Decline

in popu\ation.

country in 1918.

Farmers began to leave the

Banks and insurance companies which had

loaned money on the land were taking over (6).

Almost
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as rapidly as the country had been settled it was deserted.
In a decade the rural population was halved.

(See Figure

10).

The district south of Mansfield and the area immediately around the town were the first to be abandoned.

The

population declined to such an extent that the rural schools
in these districts were closed.
Chanie i.n farm machinecy.

(See Overlay for Figure 3).
The period between 1930

and 1940 brought about the mechanization of farm machinery.
Tractors gradually replaced farm animals as the means of
supplying power to work the machinery.
were brought into use.

New types of plows

These worked the ground but left

the stubble on the top to protect the soil from wind.
Weeders, which ran under the top soil and killed the weeds
but left most of the top soil undisturbed, were developed.
The technique of summer fallowing became one of cultivating
the idle fields during the summer months for the purpose of
weed control and to maintain a dust mulch to conserve the
moisture (5:311).
Timeliness of operation is an important product of
the use of power machinery.

Planting can be done in short

periods in the fall or spring when the temperature and
moisture are favorable (23:485).

This timing, plus the

change to winter wheat cultivation, brought about an improvement in the average yield of the area (16).
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Decline QI f.sUl!l labqr.
about a decline in fann labor.
do the work of many animals.

Mechanization also brought
One man and a machine could
(See Figure 9).

The town was

no longer crowded with transient workers during the harvest
period.
As more power machinery and less manpower was used,
the farms began to increase in size.

There were fewer farms,

but each farmer could cultivate more acres.
Change~ winter wheat.

During this period, 1918

through 1920, the farmers began to change from spring to
winter wheat.

A reliable pattern of precipitation in the

fall when the winter wheat gets its first growth, together
with the accumulated moisture of the succeeding winter
precipitation to start the wheat again in the spring, gave
farmers the feeling that this type of wheat was more suitable for cultivation under climatic conditions in this part
of the country.
Spring wheat relies to a great extent upon the rainfall from April through July.

Scanty precipitation during

any one of these months has a marked negative effect upon
the crop yield.
Winter wheat depends largely upon the moisture it
receives in May and early in June.

It has passed its

critical period of growth at the time when spring grain
needs added moisture.

FIGURE 9
ONE MAN AND MACHINE REPLACES
FOUR .MEN AND THIRTY•
TWO ANIMALS
(PICTURES FROM BRIEF HISTORY
OF . MANSFIELD, AND AUTHOR)
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Figures 5 and 6 show the precipitation over two different five year periods.

A comparison of these figures

shows no appreciable difference in the amount of annual
rainfall.

Neither is there much difference in the pattern

of monthly precipitation.

As a general rule the month of

July has little rain.
Comparison of Figure 7 and Figure 8 shows a more
stable annual production of winter wheat than spring wheat.
Yields of winter wheat may vary from year to year because
of variations in the amount of precipitation, but not to
the extent that spring wheat yields do (as shown in Figure
8).

Nineteen seventeen had a greater total precipitation

for the period April through July, which may be regarded as
the critical precipitation period for spring wheat, yet the
crop in 1917 amounted to only one-third that of 1915 production.

Nineteen twenty shows a greater amount of mois-

ture than 1918, yet the production in 1920 was about onethird that of 1918.

(See Figure 8).

The heavy rainfall in

July came too late to be significance in the growth of the
wheat and was possibly detrimental.

Rainfall after wheat

has begun maturing can cause the grain to be of inferior
quality.
In Figure 7 the 1951 and 1953 winter wheat production compare favorably, as do the amounts of moisture received during the critical precipitation period (September-
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October and April-June) for winter wheat.

The lowest criti-

cal precipitation period for winter wheat was in 1954.

(See

Figure 5).
The critical moisture periods for 1918 and 1954 both
show a sufficient amount of rainfall to insure an average
yield of grain.

Yet the extremely low harvest of 1918 seems

to be associated with the maldistribution within this critical period.

In 1954, however, the production, about average

for this time period seems to associated with the more favorable distribution of rainfall during the critical growing
period.
II.

DECLINE OF TOWN

De~line !n population.

As the rural areas suffered

financial losses during 1917-1930, the services offered by
the townspeople began to suffer.

The farmers no longer

could patronize the stores and many of the owners were
forced to move to more prosperous locations (18).

The

population of the town declined more rapidly than it had
grown.

It grew from nothing in 1909 to a reported 1500 in

1916 (6, 9, 17, 30) then declined to 478 in 1920 (19).
(See Figure 10).
Train service.

By June of 1922 the Great Northern

had cut its services from one passenger and one freight
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train a day to a combination passenger and freight train
three times a week (30C:6/20).
Fire.

A fire on July 19, 1922, destroyed nearly all

of the business district of the town.

Many of the estab-

lishments were not insured and were never rebuilt.

The

owners of the businesses moved somewhere else to begin
again (30C:7/19).

Only a few services were left in this

once prosperous town.
The town which had started with such high hopes
seemed destined to fade away.

CHAPTER V
PRESENT SETTLEMENT PATTERN OF AREA
I.

Number

tl farms.

RURAL AREA

This district has become one

specialized large commercLal wheat farm.

Where once there

was a house on every quarter section of land, now every
farm is made up of several sections.

Thus, consolidation

has been a factor here and has brought about a change in
the average size of the farm.

According to the U.S. Ag-

ricultural Census the average size of a farm in Douglas
County is 1504.8 acres (28:157).

It is to be expected

that the farms in Mansfield district are representative of
farms in Douglas County.

Populatiqn

(See Figure 11).

Q1. ,rn.

The population of the district

declined from 2272 in 1910 to 894 in 1940 (26:64).

The

author's estimate is that the population for the district
as a whole in 1960 is smaller than that shown before 1940.
Up to 1940, census figures were enumerated by Civil

Districts.

Beginning with 1950 census the enumeration

districts utilized were Census County Divisions.
In this part of Douglas County, Census County Division
Number Three includes the Mansfield District as defined for
the purpose of this paper plus some peripheral areas on the
north, east, and the south.
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A population decrease of 169 is shown from 1950 to
1960 in Census County Division Number Three.

This amount

of decrease includes a decline of seventy-nine in the town
of Mansfield (27:49-12).

It may be inferred that part of

the remaining decrease of 90 inhabitants in Census Civil
District Number Three occured in the Mansfield District
outside of the Mansfield town.
The land is owned by the descendents of those
pioneers who w·eathered the dry summers and the poor crops
(6).

Young people tend to move away from the area.

There

is little opportunity to acquire a farm; the majority of
them seek employment elsewhere.

Many of them attend colleges

or universities in hope of entering some professional field.
Few, indeed, are the young people who desire to become
farmers.
Schools.

As the rural population declined so did

the number of rural schools.

Gradually these were con-

solidated with the t,/'i.ansf ield School Di strict.
rural school closec in 1958 (22).

The last

(See Overlay and Figure

3).

II.
Services.

MANSFIELD

Mansfield has remained a service center

for the rural area.

The urban functions are highly special-

ized in providing service for the farmer.

The following
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functional units exist at the present time:
1 mercantile store
1 restaurant

1 hardware store
1 garage
1 pool hall
1 barber shop
1 grange supply
1 wholesale oil distributor
1 soil conservation office

1 warehouse for wheat
2 filling stations

2 machine shops

Of all of the functions offered, that of the warehouse ranks first in importance.

This is the agency

through which all of the wheat grown in this district is
sold.
Population.

A comparison of the services offered

in the town in 1916 (see page 23) and those offered at the
present time gives evidence for at least part of the reduction in population.

Other than the 32 persons engaged

in the above services and their families, the population
of the town is made up of 35 farm families, some retired
farmers, and a few farmers' widows.
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School.
area.

The Mansfield school serves the entire

Its present enrollment is 150, including both ele-

mentary and high school.

CHAPTER VI
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
I.

SUMMARY

Overzealous real estate operators, optimistic
newspaper publicity as to the crop yields and the climate,
"free" government land, and the desire of the railroads to
open this part of the country to large scale commercial
agriculture led to the influx of settlers early in the
twentieth century.
Every man has a desire to o~m a piece of land.

The

fulfillment of that desire led to the over settlement of
this semiarid country.

Only a few of the early families

were able to have enough land to support themselves.
The use of horse drawn machinery did not permit
the farmer to perform the operations necessary for summer
fallowing at the correct time to save moisture.

Seeding

could not be done quickly enough to receive maximum benefits from the moisture in the soil.
Mechanization of farm machinery has increased the
ability of the farmer to time his work in order to receive
the greatest good from the moisture and temperature.
The small town in this district, Mansfield, grew
and prospered with surrounding farm production and because

42

of its location at the railroad terminus.

The decline of

the rural area brought about the decline of the town.
II.

CONCLUSIONS

The area under consideration in this study seems to
have been over populated at the beginning of the twentieth
century.

The amount of land the early settlers could have

under the homestead act and other settlement laws was not
enough to provide a living for them when they had to follow
the methods of dry farming.
Two abundant harvests led them to believe the land
would produce that amount every year.

Slow methods of

tilling the soil and a few years of insufficient moisture
during the months when it is necessary for the growth of
spring wheat caused many of these settlers to abandon their
land.
The change to winter wheat in order to utilize the
moisture stored in the soil and the use of power machinery
to allow the farmer to take advantage of the timing of
farm operations have developed a more stable economy.
The crop failures which caused the early settlers
to leave resulted in a redistribution of the rural population in a pattern dictated by the ability of the land to
produce.

The area can support no more than the present

farm population.
farms.

This will always be an area of isolated
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It is probable that the town, being dependent upon
the farms in the area, never will be much larger than at
the present time.

There is little hope that it will ever

be much more than a small rural village.
Mr. Hill's vision of a large, bustling trading
center in the midst of this vast farming area likely will
never materialize.
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